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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 



The present invention relates generaUy to distribution of goods 



and/ or services, and more specifically to accounting within a chain of 
distribution. Even more specifically, the present invention relates to 
accounting to successive levels in a multi-level marketing structure. 

2. Discussion of the Related Art 

Multi-level marketing is a method of sales promotion in which a 
commission is paid not only to the point of sale distributor that is responsible 
for making a sale, but also to potentially several levels of distributors that are 
associated with the point of sale distributor. In a multi-level marketing 
system, a person acts as both a distributor (moving directly or indirectly 
products and/ or services to others), and as a recruiter (enlisting other persons 
to distribute the products or services). 

A distributor that has enlisted other distributors may be 
considered a primary distributor that is "up line'' with respect to the 
distributors that they have enlisted. Each distributor enlisted may go on to 
enlist other distributors so that a chain of distributors is created. Each 
distributor that is successively enlisted by other distributors within Hie same 
chain is "down line" from the primary distributor. Thus, a distribution and 
recruiting network is created in which a primary distributor has many down 
line distributors wherein the primary distributor either directly or indirectly 
assisted in enlisting the down line distributors. 

To provide an incentive to distributors so that the distributors 
are inclined to recruit otiier distributors, organizations that market in a multi- 
level structure typically provide a commission to each distributor that is up 
line from the point of sale distributor. In such a system, the up hne 
distributors, including the primary distributor, typically receive a small piece 
of the fees collected, in the form of a commission, for the product and/ or 
services distributed. Thus, the primary distributor may receive a commission 
for each sale made by each distributor that is in their down line. 

To assist proper accounting so tiiat each distributor receives 



their appropriate commission, some organizations utilizing multi-level 
marketing have allocated a distributor nimiber to each distributor in an 
existing distribution network so that, e.g., a distributor may distribute 
product and/ or service catalogs (e.g. printed paper catalogs) with iheir 
distributor number located thereon to a non-distributor, i.e., a retail 
consumer, and receive credit for a sale made to the retail consumer ordering 
from that catalog. In such a system, however, there is no commission type 
incentive for the retail consumer to further circulate the catalog to other 
potential purchasers. Thus, much of the marketing power derived from 
commission based incentives ends when the catalog is placed in a retail 
consumer's hands. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
In one embodiment, the invention can be characterized as a 
method for providing a content tracking system including the steps of: 
generating a tracking identifier, incorporating the tracking identifier with 
content stored in a storage medium, storing the tracking identifier in a 
database, providing the storage medium to a primary distributor, receiving 
information from the primary distributor, associating within the database, in 
response to the receiving information from the primary distributor, the 
tracking identifier with the information from the primary distributor, 
receiving information from a second level distributor, associating within the 
database, in response to the receiving information from the second level 
distributor, the tracking identifier with the second level distributor, and 
providing credit to the primary distributor and the second level distributor in 
response to a transaction derived from the content on the storage medium. 

In another embodiment, the invention can be characterized as a 
a method of tracking content including the steps of: receiving a tracking 
identifier that identifies a particular copy of media content, placing the 
tracking identifier in a database, receiving information from a primary 



distributor, associating within the database, in response to the receiving 
information from the primary distributor, the tracking identifier with the 
information from the primary distributor, receiving information from a 
second level distributor, and associating within the database, in response to 
5 the receiving information from the second level distributor, the tracking 
identifier with the second level distributor. 

In a further embodiment, the invention may be characterized as 
a content tracking system including a distributor network. The distributor 
network includes a primary level distributor and a second level distributor for 
10 distributing content embodied in a storage mediimi. A server is included for 
receiving a tracking identifier that is incorporated with the content embodied 
s^j"^ in the storage medium. The receiver also receives registration information 

p from the primary level distributor and the second level distributor. 

l^^ Additionally, the content tracking system includes a database for associating 

15 the particular content with the primary level distributor and the second level 
iSj distributor and for associating transactions derived from the content on the 

storage medium with the primary level distributor and the second level 

1^ distributor. 

O 

piJ In yet another embodiment, the invention may be characterized 

20 as a system for tracking content including means for receiving a tracking 
identifier that identifies a particular copy of media content, and means for 
placing flie tracking identifier in a database. Also included are means for 
receiving information from a primary distributor, and means for associating 
within the database, in response to the receiving information from the 
25 primary distributor, the tracking identifier with the information from the 

primary distributor. The system for tracking content also includes means for 
receiving information from a second level distributor, and means for 
associating within the tracking identifier database, in response to the 
receiving information from the second level distributor, flie tracking identifier 
30 with the second level distributor. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The above and other aspects, features and advantages of the 
present invention will be more apparent from the following more particular 
description thereof, presented in conjtmction with the following drawings 
wherein: 

FIG. 1 is a functional block diagram representing components of 
a content tracking system in accordance with one embodiment of the 
invention; 

FIG. 2 is a detailed view of one embodiment of the distribution 
network shown in the embodiment of FIG. 1; 

FIG. 3 is a flow chart depicting the steps traversed by the 
content tracking system of FIG. 1; and 

FIG. 4 is a flow chart depicting the steps traversed by the 
content tracking system of FIG. 1 when associating users of the content with 
the tracking identifier. 

Corresponding reference characters indicate corresponding 
components throughout the several views of ihe drawings, 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The following description is not to be taken in a limiting sense, 
but is made merely for the purpose of describing the general principles of the 
invention. The scope of the invention should be determined with reference to 
the claims. 

Referring first to FIG 1, is a functional block diagram 
representing components of a content tracking system 100 in accordance with 
one embodiment of the invention. 

Shown is a tracking identifier generator 102, a storage medium 
and tracking identifier integrator 104, storage meditun 106, a distributor 
network 108, a potential distributor 110, a retail constmier 112, a 



commxmication network 114, a database 116, a server 118, and 
communication links 120. 

The tracking identifier generator 102 is coupled to the storage 
medium and tracking identifier integrator 104, and the server 118. The 
storage medium and tracking identifier integrator 104 is coupled to the server 
118 via a communication link 120 and provides a storage medium 106 that is 
received by the distributor network 108. The distributor network 108, the 
potential distributor 110, and the retail consumer 112 are each coupled to the 
commxmication network 114 via separate communication Hnks 120. Several 
storage medium 106 are shown in distribution paths from the storage 
medium and tracking identifier integrator 104 to the distributor network 108, 
from the distributor network 108 to the potential distributor 110, and from the 
distributor network 108 to the retail consxmier 112. The server 118 is coupled 
to both the commxmication network 114 and the database 116. 

As discussed in further detail with reference to FIG. 2, the 
distributor network 108 is a network made up of distributors that market 
products and/ or services for one or more organizations that provide tihe 
products and/ or services. 

In practice, the content tracking system 100 allows a marketing 
organization, e.g., a products and/ or services supplier, to market their 
products and/ or services via content, e.g., advertising content, that is 
distributed through mxiltiple distributors in the distributor network 108. The 
content distributed in the content tracking system 100 is potentially any t5rpe 
of content that may be distributed over the commxmication network 114 (e.g., 
the Internet), or storage medium (e.g., optical disk) including, without 
hmitation, a sales catalog, software package, and video, audio, or graphic art 
clips. This content may be a designed to give a potential purchaser an 
abridged version of the actual product for sale. For example, the content may 
be a brief video cUp of a full length motion picture for sale. Similarly, the 
content may be a "thxmibnair image (an image reduced in resolution and 



size) of a complete piece of art that is for sale. Likewise, the content may be a 
version of software with limited functionality intended to attract licensees of a 
full function version. 

The content tracking system 100 further enables the marketing 
organization to automatically credit distributors that participated in a 
distribution that led to a sale, license, lease and/ or recruitment of a potential 
distributor 110 by tracking the content, via the commtmication network 114, 
with a tracking identifier that is associated with a particular copy of the 
content distributed. In other words, an organization utilizing tiie content 
tracking system 100 can market their products and/or services with 
advertising content distributed through the distributor network 108 while 
tracking the particular copy of the advertising content and the particular 
distributors responsible for the activity that led to a transaction, e.g., sale, 
license, and/ or lease, relating to the products and/ or services advertised. 
Additionally, credit may also be given to the distributors when the content 
distributed leads to a new distributor being added to the distributor network 
108. 

As an example, in one embodiment, an initial user. i.e., the 
distributor, potential distributor 110, or retail consumer 112, receives the 
storage medium 106, e.g., a digital versatile disk (DVD), having a tracking 
identifier and content from the marketing organization located thereon. 
When tiie initial user inserts the storage medium 106 into a computer or 
Liternet coimected device, the tracking identifier is read and transmitted to 
the server 118. If the initial user elects to make a purchase and/ or register as 
a distributor, user information, e.g., the user's name, address and/or e-mail 
address, is transmitted to the server 118, and the server places, as a record, the 
initial user information along with the tracking identifier in the database 116. 
When the initial user forwards the storage mediiun 106 to a second user, and 
the second user inserts the storage medium 106 into an Internet coimected 
device, the tracking number is again read and transmitted to the server 118. If 



the second user elects to make a purchase and/ or register as a distributor, the 
server 118 receives user information from the second user and checks the 
database 116 to determine whether prior ixsers are associated with the 
content. In this example, the server 118 locates the record having the tracking 
5 identifier and initial user information, and the server 118 credits the initial 
user for the purchase and/ or registration made by the second user. The 
server also updates the database 118 so that the second user's information is 
also associated with the tracking identifier in the database 116. In a similar 
manner, when a third user, having received the storage meditun 106 from the 
10 second user, elects to make a purchase or register as a distributor after 

inserting the storage medium 106 in an Internet connected device, the server 
J!! 118 checks the database 116, and in this example, finds both the initial and 

Q seconds users associated with the tracking identifier; thus, allowing the server 

Hf 118 to provide credit to both the initial and second users for the purchase, and 

ri 15 providing incentive to the third user to further disseminate the content on the 

"63 storage medium 106. 

U, As used herein, the term "distributor'' refers generally to those 

persons that pass along content, but do not necessary handle tfie products 
fU that are the subject matter of the content For example, a distributor may pass 

ll 20 along an electronic catalog or video cUp without actually having to handle 

and/ or deHver the product advertised in the catalog or the full-length video 
from which the clip is taken. In this example, purchasers contact another 
source, e.g., the organization that supplies the product, and that organization 
arranges delivery of the advertised product rather than the distributor. 
25 The content tracking system 100 is beneficial to distributors in 

the distributor network 108 because the particular copy of content distributed 
by each distributor is tracked automatically after the distributor registers the 
content with the server 118. As, a result of this content tracking system 100, 
distributors in the distributor network 108 can receive credit for passing along 
30 the content without having to place their name or any other type of 
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distributor identifier (e.g., a distributor number) within the content or on the 
storage medium 106. 

Additionally, the content tracking system 100 allows the 
marketing organization to enhance the marketing potential inherent with 
5 multi-level marketing by providing an immediate incentive to persons 

receiving the content to become distributors. This incentive is provided by 
allowing those persons to receive credit, by a simple registration procedure, 
for passing along the content to other persons (e.g., natural persons and 
corporate entities) when, e.g., a sale is generated from the content after being 
10 passed along, and/or a new distributor is recruited. 

Thus, unlike prior art multi-level marketing structures, where a 
^ person outside the distributor network has no commission type incentive to 

O become a distributor because the content carmot easily be traced to them, the 

content tracking system 100 provides ongoing tracking of the distribution 
•3 15 path taken by the content by tracking a tracking identifier that is incorporated 

m with tiie content so that, once a particular person receives the content and 

JL registers with the server 118, they may receive credit (which may translate 

^ into a commission or other type incentive) for passing along the content. 

Ill In operation, the tracking identifier generator 102 creates 

P 20 tracking identifiers that are later placed into the database 116 and 

incorporated (i.e., associated with) with content that is distributed. These 
tracking identifiers provide a reference identifier so that only a particular 
tracking identifier is associated with a particular copy of the distributed 
content. In other words, the tracking identifier generator 102 generates 
25 numerous tracking identifiers that are all different so that when a particular 
tracking identifier is associated with a particular copy of distributed content, 
that particular content may be tracked so that the source and path of that 
particular copy are known. 

As is known to one of ordinary skill in the art, software 
30 programs are available that, when enabled with a general-purpose computer. 
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generate numerous unique tracking identifiers. These tracking identifiers 
may take any useable form including numeric (e.g., digital code), 
alphanumeric, and/ or other sequences of characters. 

The storage mediimx and tracking identifier integrator 104 
receives the tracking identifier from the tracking identifier generator 102 and 
incorporates, i.e. associates or relates, the tracking identifier with the content 
so that the tracking identifier follows the content through the distribution 
network 120. 

In one embodiment, the storage medium and tracking identifier 
integrator 104 incorporates the tracking number with the content by etching, 
e.g., by a YAG laser, the tracking identifier into the burst cut area BCA of the 
storage medium 106 (in this embodiment digital versatile disc DVD) 
containing the content to be distributed. In this embodiment, the content is 
associated with the storage medium 106 by its presence within the storage 
mediiun 106. Thus, as the storage meditun 106 (with the content) is provided 
to other persons, the tracking identifier moves along with the content. 

According to other embodiments, the tracking identifier is 
incorporated with the content by other means that may be used in instead of 
or in cormection with the tracking identifier in the burst cut area. For 
example, the tracking identifier may be incorporated into the content by 
digital watermarking techniques. Digital watermarking, a technique for 
embedding hidden data in digital content (e.g., video, text, audio and still 
images), is commonly used to incorporate the holder of digital rights in 
particular content with the particular content so tiie holder of rights can prove 
they were the source of the content. Similarly, a tracking identifier embedded 
as a watermark in the content provides proof that the content was distributed 
by one or more distributors. In another embodiment, the tracking identifier is 
incorporated with content by encrypting the tracking identifier into a 
hologram on the storage medium 106. In an alternative embodiment, class 2 
errors are written to the storage medium in a partictdar pattern that 
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corresponds to a particular tracking identifier. When later read, the pattern of 
errors is decoded to identify the particular tracking identifier. In yet another 
embodiment, the storage medium 106 is configured with more ttian one 
session that allows content to reside in one session while another session 
stores the tracking identifier. For example. Compact Disc Programmable 
Read Only Memory (CD-PROM) technology is one storage medium 106 that 
allows a first session to contain the main content and an additional session 
that may be written later with the tracking identifier. Any media, however, 
that allows multiple sessions or a rewriteable format can be utilized to add a 
tracking identifier to the media so that the tracking identifier is incorporated 
with the content on the media. 

While the tracking identifier may be incorporated with the 
content by various means, the use of this invention is independent of the 
particular means utilized to incorporate the tracking identifier. Other means 
of incorporating the tracking identifier with the content are contemplated and 
well within the scope of the present invention. 

After the tracking identifier is incorporated with the content, in 
one embodiment, the content is provided to the distribution network 120, via 
the storage medium 106. In operation, the distributor network 108 provides a 
network with multiple marketing channels wherein distributors may 
distribute content to retail consumers 112, or may recrtiit potential 
distributors 110 to become a distributor themselves. Each distributor in the 
distributor network 108 has access to tiie server 118 via the communication 
network 114, and the distributors are able to distribute content to distributors 
via either the storage medium 106. 

In one embodiment, the storage medium 106 is initially 
provided to distributors in the distributor network 108 (i.e., those already 
registered with the marketing organization). In this embodiment, the 
distributors then either pass along, e.g., by hand or ordinary mail, the storage 
medium 106 to other distributors, the potential distributor 110 or the retail 
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consumer 112. 

In an alternative embodiment, the content may be provided 
directly to potential distributors 110 or retail consumers 112 without being 
received by current distributors. In this way, an entirely new distributor 
network may be formed out of those potential distributors that elect to further 
disseminate the content. Additionally, retail consumers 112 may be directly 
targeted by the marketing organization and provided with the content 
without utilizing a distributor network 108. 

When a distributor or potential distributor 110 receives content, 
they may either elect to purchase, license or lease a product advertised with 
the content and/ or pass the content along. If the distributor or potential 
distributor 110 elects to pass the content along, and desires to receive credit 
for purchases and/ or new distributors that are derived from subsequent 
distribution of the content, they register, as discussed with more detail further 
herein, with a managing organization tiiat manages and maintains the content 
tracking system 100 by providing registration information via the 
commurucation network 114 to the server 118 which stores this registration 
information in the database 116. For distributors that have aheady registered 
with the managing organization, the registration information may include a 
pre-assigned distiributor identifier, e.g., a distributor number, along with the 
tracking identifier accessed from the storage medium 106 and/ or the content. 
For potential distributors that elect to register with the managing 
organization, additional information about the distributor, e.g., name, 
address, telephone number etc., along with the tracking identifier may be 
provided to the managing organization as part of the registration process. It 
should be noted that the managing organization that manages and maintains 
the content tracking system 100 may be the marketing organization that 
suppHes the products and/or services marketed with the content or another 
related entity that may be affiliated (e.g., by contract, corporate or other 
business structure) with the marketing organization. 
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If a user, i.e., the distributor, potential distributor 110, or retail 
consumer 112, in possession of the storage medium 106 with the content elects 
to make a purchase or become a licensee of software, in one embodiment, the 
user connects with the server 118 via flie cqmrnxmication network 114, and 
registers the tracking nmnber with the managing organization while 
providing sufficient information to receive and pay for the desired products 
and/ or services. During this registration, the tracking identifier read from the 
storage medium 106, is transmitted to the server 118, and the server 118 
updates a record containiag the tracking identifier in the database 116 with 
information about the sale so that tiie distributor that provided the content to 
the purchaser is able to receive credit for the purchase or license. 

In several embodiments, the process for registering with the 
managing organization is substantially automated. In this embodiment, the 
distributors, potential distributors 110 and retail consumers 112 each have a 
general purpose computer capable of conununicating with the 
communication network 114 (e.g., the Internet), capable of viewing or 
otherwise using the content, capable of running a registration application that 
extracts the tracking identifier from either the content or the storage medixnn 
106 and either automatically connects or otherwise facilitates coimection with 
the server 118 via the conununication network 114. 

As is known to one of ordinary skill in the art, the general 
purpose computer may be any one of numerous personal computers readily 
available having client software and other applications installed thereon that 
enable the personal computer to communicate with the server 118 through the 
commxmication links 120. The communication Unks may include ordinary 
telephone commtmication links, part of an Ethernet network, or wireless 
communication links that are estabhshed, for example, by cellular digital 
packet data (CDPD), or Wireless Access Protocol (WAP). These same 
persoiial computers are capable of viewing or using video, still image, audio, 
game, business application or other software files. 
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In one embodiment, the registration process is automated in 
part by a registration application that is automatically latmched by a user (i.e., 
the distributors, potential distiributors 110, and/or retail consumers 112) when 
accessing the content on the purpose computer. When launched, the 
registration application instructs the personal computer to read the tracking 
identifier from the storage medium 106, and after the tracking identifier read, 
the registiation software directs the personal computer to connect with the 
server 118 for communication of the registiration information, e.g., the 
tiacking identifier and distiibutor information. This registiration appUcation 
may be provided along with the content so that the registration application is 
automatically launched when the content is accessed. Thus, in the present 
embodiment, when a user receives content and accesses the content with the 
personal computer, the registration application is laimched and the user is 
connected with the server 118. Once a connection is made with the server 118, 
the tracking identifier is automatically provided to the server 118 along with 
any registiration information provided by the user, hi another embodiment, 
the registration application may be configured so that the user controls 
whether the registi-ation with the server 118 occurs or not. In such an 
embodiment aUowing user contiol of the registration process, the registiation 
appUcation may be provided as a separate file that is launched separately by 
the user. 

The communication network 114 provides means for 
communications to take place between the server 118 and tiie distiibutors, 
potential distiibutors 110 and retail consumers 112. It will be apparent to 
those of ordinary skill in the art that the communication network 114 may be 
the Internet, a wide area network (WAN), a local area network (LAN) or other 
combinations of networks that may be linked through gateways, switches, 
routers and other types of communication linkages. 

The server 118 receives the tiacking identifier tiansmitted by 
users of the content and information about the user of tiie content. The server 
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118 then provides the tracking identifier and the information about the user of 
the content to the database 116 where a record relating the tracking identifier 
and the user with usage information (e.g., sales or licensing income) is made. 
As will be appreciated, the server 118 may be built on a personal computer 
having server software installed thereon. Further detailed description of the 
components of the server system 118 will not be included herein, it being 
understood from the descriptions provided herein that those skilled in the art 
would be able to configure appropriate networks and computing devices to 
accomplish the principles of this invention as described. 

In one embodiment, the database 116 maintains a record for 
each tracking identifier that includes information about each distributor 
associated with the tracking identifier. Specifically, the database 116 has a 
record for each tracking identifier that indicates each distributor in the chain 
of distribution that distributed and registered the content prior to a sale, lease, 
license and/ or new recruited distributor. Thus, for each sale, lease, Ucense 
and or newly recrtiited member, a record in the database 116 exists that 
identifies each distributor that passed along the content that prompted the 
sale, lease, Ucense and/or a newly recruited distributor. As a result, credit 
may be given to each distributor for their role in the sale, lease, license and/ or 
recrtiitment. 

In this way, the database provides a record of all contact made 
by users of the content so that the particular user need not write their name 
on the storage medium or attempt to follow the content by other means (e.g. 
making telephone calls) to receive credit for distributing tiie content. In other 
words, unHke prior art multi-level tracking systems which track a particular 
distributor, the content tracking system 100 tracks the content's contact made 
with aU persons that desire to receive credit as a distributor. In this way, a 
potential distributor 110 is assured that if they pass along the content to 
become a distributor they will receive credit with the content tracking system 
100. Thus, a commission based incentive (based upon the credit received) is 
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provided to persons coming in contact with the content to pass the content 
along to others; thus, extending the incentive based marketing power of a 
multi-level market structure to more persons while providing convenient 
content tracking means, 
5 Referring next to FIG. 2, shown is a detailed view of one 

embodiment of the distribution network 120 of FIG. 1 in which the distributor 
network 108 is a multi-level distributor network. Shown is the distributor 
network 108 that includes a primary distributor 202, second level distributors 
204, and third level distributors 206. Also shown is the storage medium 106, 
10 the potential distributor 110, the retail consumer 112, the commimication 
network 114, the database 116, the server 118 and the communication links 
122. 

The distributors 202, 204, 206, are shown in a pyramid Uke 
arrangement in which the primary distributor 202 is shown at the top of this 

15 arrangement with second level distributors 204 below the primary distributor 
202, and the third level distributors 206 below the second level distributors 
206. Directly below the primary distributor 202 are two second level 
distributors 204, and directly below each of the two second level distributors 
205 are two third level distributors 206. AU the distributors 202, 204, 206, are 

20 connected to the communication network 114 via communication links 122. 
The retail consumer 112 and the potential distributor 110 are also cormected 
with the communication network 114 via the communication links 122. The 
server 118 is connected with the communication network 114 via 
communication link 122 and is coupled to the database 116. Storage media 

25 106 are shown being distributed from the primary distributor 202 to the 
second level distributors 204, from the second level distributors 206 to the 
third level distributors 206, Also shown are storage media 106 beiag 
distributed from one of the third level distributors 206 to tlie retail consumer 
112 and from one of the second level distributors 204 to the potential 

30 distributor 110. 
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In the distribution network 108 of FIG. 2, the primary distributor 
202, recruited the second level distributors 204 to be distributors within the 
distribution network 108. In turn, each of the second level distributors 204 
recruited two third level distributors 206. In this embodiment, the second 204, 
5 third 206, and fourth 208 level distributors are all "down line'' from the 

primary distributor 202, i.e., a line of distributors can be followed up from any 
one of the distributors that is in the second level or lower to the primary 
distributor 202. Concomitantly, the primary distributor 202 is "up line" from 
each of the distributors in second and third levels of the distributor network 
10 108. 

It should be noted that the distributor network 108 of FIG. 2 is 
g an exemplary of a multi-level network viewed from the perspective of the 

primary distributor 202. Thus, in FIG. 2, the levels are numbered in relation 
O to the primary distributor 202. The primary distributor 202, however, may be 

15 five levels below another distributor. Thus, the distribution network 108 as 

ilTI 

''''' shown is representative of a larger distribution network with potentially 

p many more distributors. Additionally, it should be understood that the 

□ particular number of distributors shown in this embodiment is merely 

m 

exemplary and that there may be more or fewer distributors in each of the 
1^ 20 three distributor levels shown. It should also be noted that the retail 

consumer 112 and the potential distributor 110 may receive the storage 
medium 106 from any of the distributors in the distributor network 108. 

As is typical with multi-level marketing organizations, the 
primary distributor 202 may receive credit for any sales generated from 

25 within its down Kne. Thus, for example, the primary distributor 202 in one 
embodiment receives credit for a purchase made by the retail consumer 112 
when the retail consumer 112 makes a purchase using content provided by 
the one of the third level distributors 206. Advantageously, with the content 
tracking system 100, once a tracking identifier is incorporated with the 

30 content and the primary distributor 202 registers with the server 118 so that 
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the primary distributor 202 is associated with that content, the primary 
distributor 202 automatically receives credit when the retail consumer 112 
makes a purchase using the content. Advantageously, various systems for 
providing credit to distributors may be implemaited within the scope of the 
present invention because the content tracking system aUows for tracking of 
aU users that register with the system. Thus, flexibiUty is provided to the 
managing organization to experiment with different incentive mechanisms to 
achieve optimum profits. 

Additionally, the content tracking system 100 provides an 
additional incentive for a person that is a potential disb:ibutor 110 to become a 
distributor because that potential distiributor 110 can simply register with the 
server to become associated with the tracking identifier incorporated with the 
content. In one embodiment, once the potential distributor 110 has registered, 
that potential distributor 110 becomes a distributor within the distribution 
network 108 and may receive credit for subsequent sales derived from those 
he distributes the content to. 

If the potential distributor 110 does elect to become a distributor, 
and registers with the managing organization in connection with particular 
content, the one of the second level disttibutors 204 that provided tiie content 
to the potential distributor 110 receives credit for the recruitment of the 
potential distributor 110 and credit for subsequent sales, leases, licenses 
generated by subsequent activity of the once potential distiibutor. In some 
embodiments, the primary distiibutor 202 also receives credit for the potential 
distributor 110 recniited by the one of the second level distributors 204 

Thus, content may be distributed to non-distributors and each 
distributor up hne can receive credit for future recruits and/ or sales, Uceiises, 
and or leases that subsequentiy occur in that distiibution patii. This provides 
substantial advantages over prior art multi-level tracking systems where non- 
distributors could not easily receive credit for furtiier distiibuting content 
because the content was only tiraceable to the distiibutor tiiat placed his/her 
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distributor number with the content. 

Referring next to FIG. 3, shown is a flow chart depicting the 
steps traversed by the content tracking system of FIG. 1. 

In the first step, the tracking identifier generator 102, as 
discussed with reference to FIG. 1, generates a tracking identifier (Step 302). 
As discussed, the tracking identifier may take the form of a series of numbers 
or other characters that may be incorporated with content that is distributed, 
and stored within the database 116. 

Next, the tracking identifier is incorporated with the content by 
the storage medium and tracking identifier integrator 104, and the tracking 
identifier is stored in the data base (Step 304). In one embodiment, the 
tracking identifier is incorporated with the content by placing the tracking 
identifier on the surface of the storage medium, e.g., by etching the tracking 
identifier into a burst cut area BCA of ttie storage medium 106. Alternatively, 
the tracking identifier is incorporated by other means in the storage medium 
so as to be readable by a computer. 

After the tracking identifier is incorporated with the content and 
the tracking identifier is stored in the database 116, the content is distributed 
to the primary distributor 202. After the primary distributor 202 registers the 
content with the managing organization that operates the server 118, the 
registration information from the primary distributor 202 is associated with 
the tracking identifier stored in the database 116 (Step 306). Thus, a record 
within the database 116 is created that associates the primary distributor 202 
with the content. 

Next, the tracking identifier in the database is associated with a 
second level distributor 204 after the second level distributor 204 receives the 
content from the primary distributor 202 and registers the content (i.e., 
registers with the managing organization in comiection with the content)(Step 
308). In the present embodiment, registration information provided by 
second level distributor 204 is stored in the record containing the tracking 
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identifier and the registration information provided by the primary 
distributor 202. In the present embodiment, after the secondary distributor 
204 is associated with the tracking identifier, the database contains a record 
that relates both the primary distributor 202 and the second level distributor 
204 to the tracking identifier. As a result, if the second level distributor 204 
creates a sale, lease or license to the retail consumer 112, the primary 
distributors receives credit. 

Once the content is further distributed to a third level 
distributor 206 from the second level distributor 204, the third level 
distributor 206 is associated with the tracking identifier in the database in 
response to the third level distributor 206 registering the content (Step 310). 
In the present embodiment, after the third level distributor 206 is associated 
with the tracking identifier in the database, a record exists that relates the 
primary distributor 202, the second level distributor 204, and the third level 
distributor 206 to the tracking identifier. Thus, bolii the second level 
distributor 204 and the primary distributor 202 are able to receive credit when 
the third level distributor 206 creates a sale, license or lease from a retail 
consumer 112. 

Next, the record that relates the primary distributor 202, the 
second level distributor 204, and the third level distributor 310 to the tracking 
identifier is maintained and additional activity (e.g., sales and/ or further 
distributor recruitment) is associated with tfie identifier (Step 314). Thus, 
when the third level distributor 306 provides the content to the retail 
consumer 112, and the retail consumer 112 makes a purchase utilizing the 
content in connection with the registration application, the record that relates 
the primary distributor 202, the second level distributor 204, and the third 
level distributor 310 to the tracking identifier is updated to indicate a sale was 
made in connection with this content. 

Periodically an accotmt is made to each distributor associated 
with tiie tracking identifier of the activity associated with the content (Step 



-20- 



314). In the present embodiment, the organization management retrieves data 
and creates reports from the record in the database 116 using either, the same 
computer that functions as die server 118, or another computer connected 
with the database 116. Such reports are used to provide credit to each 

5 distributor for transactions, e.g., sales, Hcenses, leases and/ or recruitment that 
were derived from distribution of the content. 

Referring next to FIG. 4, shown is a flow chart depicting the 
steps traversed by the content tracking system 100 when users of the content 
are associated with the tracking identifier. 

10 In the first step, a first user receives the content (Step 402). The 

user may be the retail consumer 112, the potential distributor 110, or one of 
the distributors in the distributor network 108. 

Next, if the first user registers the content, the first user's 
registration information is logged into the database 116 (Step 404). The 

15 registration may be in response to the first user being the potential distributor 
110 electing to become a distributor; the existing distributor either making a 
purchase or registering the content before passing it along; or the retail 
consumer making a purchase in connection with the content. In each case, 
information about the first user, e.g., name, address, telephone number, etc., is 

20 gathered and related within the database 110 to the tracking identifier 
incorporated with the content. 

Next, the content is provided to a second user (Step 406). The 
second user may also be the retail consumer 112, the potential distributor 110, 
or one of the distributors in the distributor network 108. If the second user 

25 registers the content, the second user's registration information is logged into 
the database 116 so that both the first and second user's information are 
logged into the database 116. The registration made by the second user may 
also be in response to the second tiser being the potential distributor 110 
electing to become a distributor; the existing distributor either making a 

30 purchase or registering the content before passing it along; or the retail 
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consumer making a purchase in connection with the content. In each case, 
information about the second user, e.g., name, address, telephone number, 
etc., is gathered and related, in the database 110 to the tracking identifier 
incorporated with the content. 

After the content is logged by ihe second user, the second user 
may provide the content to the next user (Step 410). The next user, as with the 
first and second user, may similarly elect to register to content and become 
associated with the tracking number of the content. 

While the invention herein disclosed has been described by 
means of specific embodiments and applications tfiereof, numerous 
modifications and variations could be made thereto by those skilled in the art 
without departing from the scope of the invention set forth in the claims. 
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